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A REFI^XIVE ^LYSIS OF CONVERSATIONAL SEQUENCING IN GROUP SYSTEMS 



Human beings have a tendency to Involve themselves 
in lequences of cumulative interaction. * .The essence 
and ralion d'etre of conununic^tion is the creation of 
redurtdancy , meaning, patterns predictability, information, 
and/or the reduction of the random by "restraint". 
(Gregory Bateson, 1972, pp.115, 130-131) 

It is how you accomplish the rational demonstration of 
your inquiries that Is of interest as a matter of study, 
That is the phenofflenon. Your inquiries are practical 
accomplisluaents . * , You know that what we take for granted 
is, of course^ interesting. But really we ought to get 
around to it sometime and get a good look at it, 
(Harold Garflnkel, in Hill and Crittenden, 1968, ppa94, 199) 



The alternatives for analyzing sequences of conttnunicative activities are 

infinite. Guiding the focus of this empirical and reflexive investigation, 

however, is a consideration of the interface of two seemingly jUKtaposed views: 

1 

The Interactional View and Ethnomethodology, The former, an increasingly 
prominent research orientation within the communication discipline, especially 
in the form of relational coding research (e,g. Millar and Rogers, 1976; 
Ellis, 1979| Fisher and Beac'h, 1979), is reflected in Bateson*s quote. The 
latter, having emerged as a result of the work of left-wing and/or radical 
sociologists (e.g. Garfinkel, 1967; Hill and Crittenden, 1968; Douglai, 1970; 
Turner, 1974), is represented in part by Garfinkel's statements. How might 
two such eKplanatory frameworks be employed concomitantly in a study of 
interactional sequences? I suggest within the present inquiry that ethno- 
methodological assi^ptions can lead to a presuppositional questioning of the 
current status of interactional research. By contrasting one with the other, 
isiues that have been taken* for- granted in the relational coding of sequential 
behavior can be displayed and eKamlned. Whereas It should come as no surprise 
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that Inherent in the relational coding of conversation are overlooked 

principles of raliability and validity^ since all research orientations 

reit on unexplicated praiuppoiitions (see Peters, 1976) , it is a more 

crittcal stance to ittply that knowledge claims in the form of empirical 

results are highly suspect* 

Within the present investigation, 1 ground my argument by reporting 

an empirical analysis of cyclic behavior in small decision-making groups* 

Let's assume that the study itself be viewed as a sequence of events s 

i*e. as meaningful data, rather than merely focusing upon the statistical 

findings concerning how same groups structured their conversations within 

and acroia two different group tasks. Group behavior was tapped by 

examining how members collectively displayed relational definitions 

a . e .i^SV^*^) while conversing (see Ellis et al,^ 1977), Moreover, 
^ ^ ^ K 

relational control functions were submitted to Markov chain analyses. These 
statistical toola can be used to assess time-dependant probability structures 
of interaction (see Fararo, ia69; Hewes, 1975; 1979). The need to conduct 
such a study is addressed in detail, in that previous research on phasei of 
group development can be eKtended by such an orientation. Yet when a reflexive 
dimension is added to the actual doing of this study, it is seen that serious 
questions can be raised as to how these practical accomplishments--and the 
rational properties constituting these activities--are problematic. Specifically, 
1 discuii the nature of coding activities and the lack of attention given to 
their syatematic validation within our field. As will be argued, the empirical 
findings of this reportp or any investigation based on the relational coding of 
talk, make sense only in light of how coding activities get accomplished, 

I proceed in the following manner. First, assumptions underlying relational 
coding are briefly diseuised, as are the impllcacions of viewing these activities 
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as practical accompliihments. Second, a theoretic rationale is provided 
drawing attention to the need to study the cycLlc behavior of groups as 
they sequance themselves conversationally within and across tasks. The 
methods of analysis are discussed^ as are the empirical findings and their 
implications for understanding relational development in group systems. 
Finally, a reflexive critique of the methodological assumptions and procedures 
employed Co study these parcicular group systems is offered. Combined, 
these lucerrelated discussions are grounded in the belief that the refineme' of 
communication Inquiry can occur by studying how we studys I.e. by transfo 
how we accomplish our research activities (as a resource) into a topic of 
Investigation* In so doing a more precise reflexive linkage can be made between 
what we do as social scientists, how we do our work, and the impacts these 
practical accomplishments have on our understandinga of communicative phenomena, 

1* Contrasting Views on Relational Coding Research 
Within the conMnunlcatlon discipline, relational coding inquiries are 
represented by such work as Rogers and Farace (1975) ^ Millar and Rogers (1976), 
Ellis (1979), and Fisher and Beach (1979) • A growing host of other research 
reports also exist (see Rogers-Millar, 1979). It has been referred to as 

"relational communication** (Parks, 1977), and dlscuased in terms of its rather 

2 

intimate ties with the Interactional View at Palo Alto (see Wilder, 1979). 
Among other assumptions, of major concern is how sequences of actions are 
pragmatically tied. Inherent in the notion of behavioral pragmatics (see 
Watzlawlck, Beavin, and Jackson^ 1967) is the recognition that how people 
behave becMes functional within the rule-sets of the interactional settingi 
as forseen by Identifying patterns (redundancies, restraints) of symmetry 
(functionally similar responses, B,g,ff^f^) and complementarity (functionally 
diasimilar but compatible responses^ e,g*^^j^) (see Bateson, 1972, pp. 233*234)* 
Watglawick it al. (1967, Ch.4) have referred to the redundancies among these 
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sequentlaL structures as inCeractionaL '-punctuaf v in which 

chains of meisagei are discernabLe as holistic ^78, pp, 206-207) 

has noted that the assumptions of inceractlor ^ncCuatioi. consistent with 

Information theory Ce,g, Wiener, 1954) conce zation? : w acts are 

conflicted probabilistically. The emergence . -jii-j iystemEs a 

conalderation relevant to the present study on jpnient, is dependanc 

upon how pafcterns of acts serve to constra n on as a developmental 

course of events (also see Teune and Mlinar. 197& □llowlng Bateson^s (1972 • 

1978) concerns with understanding systemic olas r ;her than Isolated component 
parti, discovering what Interaction sequences are and how they are organlEed 
Is like attempting to '-map out a territory" of communicative behavior ^ i^e. to 
eKpllcate patterns and patterns of patterns. 

Surely the goals of pragmatic research are worthwhile, but how these goals 
are empirically attained Is of equal concern to this Investigation, For escample, 
the utilization of relational coding schemes rests upon the assumption that In 
the preeesi of tapping utterance functions^ predetermined category types are 
operationallzed by coders who are trained to become reliable and efficient 
Interpretive agents. Their task Is to code each act in relation to the previously 
occurring act> so as to preserve the Interdependance and coherence of the talk. 
This leads to assessments as to how Individuals jointly define their ralatlonshtps 
over time. But how are these coding activities accomplished? What types of 
"relational definitions" ensue? What problems in training coders eKlst, how 
do coders come to operatlonallze recognition rules of the coding system, and what 
are the asiumptions of social reality inherent in the coding of conversation 
into predetermined category typea? These and other questions are basic to the 
foundational validity of relational coding, and are in need of critical inspection. 

It la in this sense that Garfinkel (1967* in Hill and Crlttendon, 1968) 
argues that research activities themselves are meaningful according to th^lr 
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practical accompLishment, In the process of scientifically generating 
explanations about social phenomena, researchers enact sequences of procedures 
that lead to epistemic claims (and/or ontological assessments). Underlying 
the conducting of studies of human interaction are series of interpretive 
moves by researchers to make sense of the situations in which they find 
themselves. How these moves are done determines the ordering and arrangemenC 
of data J and ultimately the rendering of accounts about the phenomena being 
investigated , Rather than ignoring or only givin lip-service to these 
activities J a critical evaluation of observation and measurefflent procedurei 
can shed refleKlve light on the conducting of social Inquiry* Those procedures ^ 
having been treated as only resources or tools, are transformed into topics 
worthy of investigation ; they are not merely taken* for-granted or assumed 
unimportant. Among the Intended resulti of such reflexivity is an increased 
atiiareneas of the methods employed in the analysis, and, hence, of their impact 
throughout the explanatory process. Further, knowledge clalma become grounded in 
their modes of production. The overriding goal^ of course, Is a more rigorous 
and precise exploration of the social world in which we reside. 

These and similar Issues have been raised by Hawes (1978) in his discussion 
of the role of refleKivlty in communtcatlon research, O'Keefe, Delia, and O'Keefe 
(1978) In their critical stance on how interaction analysis techniques serve 
to dlstory conversational elements, and Beich (1978) as he argues that the enactment of 
coding routines is a complex hermeneutic task, subject to diversified bias and 
error when studying conversation. However, the next step is to integrate these 
arguments' with actual empirical studies utilising relational coding procedures, 
l,e* to display what impacts (If any) these queries have on eKplanations of 
communicative activities* I now turn to the description and reporting of a study 
that presently serves such a purpose. 
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II* Studying Cyclic Behavior in Group Systems 



As noted, the empirical portion of this investigation concerns how 
iame group systems pattern their interaction within and across two different group 
tasks. The need for such an inquiry is predicated on several assumptions. To 
begin, the use of discussion tasks in social science research is typified by the 
employment of both single task designs, as well as multiple task designs across 
different group systems (see Bailey, 1978). Questions can thus be raised as to 
whether or not same groups recycle through their preestablished phases of 
interaction when faced with a different task. This presupposes , of course, 
that phases of some port are established during initial group performance* 

Daily interaction involves the need to work and play with same groups for 
multiple reasons* Yet attention has not been given to how these shifts in 
purposes and settings influence conversational sequencing, A consideration of 
eKisting group research that has dealt with the nature of group tasks supports 
this claim. Roby and Lansetta (1968), Hackman (1968), Hare (1976, Ch.4), 
and Bochner (1974) have argued that task variation is in need of empirical 
attention, and for purposes of this study can aid in clarifying che cyclical 
nature of group decisioningt Questions can thus be asked i What occurs during 
and after initial task accomplishment?; What kinds of cyclical stages recur, and 
how do they vary? 

Also, relational control dimensions have not been previously utilized to 
cap developmental processes in groups, and can extend accounts of shifts in 
the group proeeis, It is asiumed, as mentioned previously, that messages may be coded 
in terms o£ how participants mutually regulate and shape group structure. 
Conclusions can then be drawn as to how members control the flow of interaction and 
overall progresiion of the group, Cormnunicators are constantly organizing their 
environments, and in so doing sequential patterns often emerge that are relationally 

8 
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indicativa, Tha following empirical review of previous group developmenc 
research further subitantiates the potential usefulness of a relational coding 
orientation to group declsloning. 
Researching Developmental Stages 

A series of generalisations can be provided about the research conducted on 
stages of group developtnent . While I do not intend to provide a detailed 
history of this literature which is available elsewhere (e.g* ShaWs 1971^ Ch,4; 
Hares I976j Ch.4)j It will be useful to discuss the findings of s aral studies 
and the varlatiotia of methodologies employed. This will provide a backdrop for 
displaying that cyclical development across tasks has been overlookedj and 
how such task behavior can be functionally and relatlonally coded prior to 
being statistically assessed for probability structures* 

Within this literature^ several terms are used Interchangably in describing 

group developments namely those references to phases , stages , change procesif s_ ^ 

interactional shifts ^ and sequential variations of group behavior. Underlying 

theie characteriEatlons there does appear to be a relatively constant and 

general definition of group movements, as sunraarlEed by Bales and Strodtbecki 

By "phases*^ * *we mean qualitatively different subperlods within 
a total continuQUB period of Interaction in which a group proceeds 
from initiation to completion of a problem Involving a group decision* 
(1951 p. 485) 

While there are no hard and fast empirical findings concerning declsloning 
stages^^no specific phase hypotheses have received undlsputable empirical supports- 
strong similarities do exist across selected phasic studies. For example. Bales 
and Strodtbeck (1951) note that group members tend to orient themselves to one 
another and the task at hand begin to critically evaluate the situation by expressing 
contrasting views on the subject, and eventually take control by generating al- 
ternativa strategies for action. As groups progress through these phases , they 
also discovered an increase in positive and negative reactions by individuals. 
Similarly, Bennis and Shephard (1956) suggest that as individuals face problems 

Er|c 9 
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concerning the distribution of authority and incimacy, two major phases 

became enacted. Their first proposed phase of d_gp e n4a nc e - authority 

describes group members- orientations toward authority, or more generally 

toward the handling and distribution of power in a group." (p. 416). Once 

these issues have become somewhat stabilized, assessments are made by 

members about the shared goals of the group. This leads to the second phase, 

interdependance - personal , whereby attention is given more directly to personal 

relations among individuals. This preoccupation pt^ovides an atmosphere more 

conducive to organis^ing task efforts. In their discussion, Bennis and Shephard 

(1956, p. 417) write that both Schutz (1955) and Bion (1948a| 1948b) proposed 

similar stances on group development* Although Schutz (1955) refers to basic components 

of group compatibility, and Bion (1948a; 1948b) discusses emotional aspects 

of group operation, each also determined that movements beyond orientation to 

more personal and controlling stages were typical patterns in the groups 

they observed. 

Added to these peripectives are those conclusions drawn by Tuckman (1965) 
in his thorough review of over fifty devalopmantal research efforts. He 
assumed the task of proposing a hypothetical phasic model that would adequately 
reflect the results of these inquiries. This led to four generalizable phases 
that, in Tuckman* s (1965, p*396) opinion, would seem to withstand the test of 
common sense as well as being consistent vlth developmental theory and findings 
in other areas*" These phases are forming (Indicative of orienting behavior tc 
group discussion), storming (a negative reaction to task demands mixed with a 
diminishing of group "newness"), norming (the emergence of cohesiveness and 
the genttation of behavioral standards for dealing with the situation at hand), 
and performing (whereby members* roles become functional in channeling group 
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effort toward supportive completion of the task). Of interest here is 
that Fisher (L970) discovered that groups progress in a fashion almost 
identieal to those phases described by Tucknan (1965), He concluded that 
shifts in group process tend to follow a pattern of orientation , conflict , 
emergence , and re infor cement in their verbal task behavior. 



The similarities across these findings suggest that groups tend to 

move beyond orientation stages to more personal and productive phases, 

Ho^^ever, care should be taken to not interpret such results too literally. 

Each of the aforementioned authors qualifies the generallEability of their 

studies according to several basic characteristics of decision-making groups* 

Not only do members vary as to the commonness of their backgrounds, personalities j 

expectations toward the groups and interactional styles, but purposes and duration 

of interaction are not consistent for all groups. Bales and Strodtbeck (1951) 

restrict their conclusions to groups working on ''full-fledged'' problems^ 

thus "The type of phase movement Is not held to be universal in an empirical 

sense," (p. 485). And Bennis and Bhephard (1956) confine their views to 

human relations and self-study groups. They state that an understanding of group 

movements must in part be determined according to "*,ithe particular constellation 

of personalities assembled.", as well as "p.,a given set of environmental 

conditions," (p. 416), Moreover, Fisher (1970) writes! 

I would be among the first to suggest that the four phases of 
orientation, conflict, emergence , and reinforcement will not 
necessarily be present in all task oriented small groups. Certainly, 
taik groups subject to eKternal legitimate controls would modify 
Che "natural" context characteristic of the groups studied and might 
consequently affect the groups interaction processes. Then, too, 
permanent groups might deviate from the four-phase pattern in 
subsequent task performances. The nature and extent of such differences 
point to the need for further research. (p,65) 

Fliher's (1970^ P»65) conclusion concerning subsequent task performance highLighti 
a general aspect of developmental work noted previous lyi This research is 
typified by phasic analyses within meetings and across diacussion sessions 
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on the same task . Empirical claims of how same groups adapt to differing 

ask situations is an overlooked issue, and this state of affairs raises 
questions as to whether or not small groups recycle their InLeraction stages 
upi:m Che completion of one task and the beginning of another. While the 
literature I have reviewed here might suggest that groups would reenact 
deciilonlng stages with a new task^ i.e. members would have to collectively 
orient themselves to the nes problem, generate guidelines to deal with the 
L^asks and move toward controlling the situation at hands no cumulative 
I '. ow ledge existe upon which such a claim can be grounded, The cyclical nature 
oi cross- cask interaction tor same groups is thus unknown, 

A consideration of the methodologies employed to tap group process reveals 
an additional need for researchs and is also addresed in the present study* 
Compared to past group development researchs a relational coding orientation 
that Is statistically assessed probabilistically offers a more rigorous 
interpretation of how members self-regulate their conversations Interdependantly , 
This becomes apparent when^ as noted by Psathas (1960)3 conmunication patterns 
have frequently been identified by dividing the total number of acts into equal 
time periods (phases) ^ and then calculating the absolute frequencies of acts 
per phase* This procedure has also been employed across acts per meeting. By 
ranking frequencies and noting the distribution of acts by percentage rate, 
arguments are offered as to *'phase movements'' (Psathass 1960, p* 185-186)* It 
has been this general procedure that has constituted che work by Bales (1950) ^ 
Bales and Strodtbeck (1951) * Mann, Glbbard^ and Hartman (1967), and Mills (1964), 
It seems that while a good portion of group development researchers ".*.have 
been associated with category systems for the observation of Interpersonal 
behavior which could be used to test or Illustrate the theories," (Hare^ 1976^ 
p. 88), an even greater proportion of Investigators have generated empirical 
clalmi of group movement from frequency (percentage) analyses of acts. 
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It would be fruitful, cherefore, to move beyond diftning phases 
accerdiiig to the mere diitrlbutlon ©f categoriea, toward an explication 
of group movement grounded in Levels of organized complexity (see Fisher, 
Glover, and Ellii, 1977). Focuaing upon probabilltlea of recurrence can 
offer insight as to the interstructuring of emerging behavioral events that 
research bated on diitrlbutlon aaseasmenta cannot. As individual's 
form collective atructurea (see Welck, 1969) , interstructured behaviora 
form the basic elements of aocial organization ^ The emergence of patterns 
thus determines the processual nature of the Interaction, Fisher et al. (1977) 
write: 

Since communication occurs in time aa acts or events which are 
aequentially ordered, organized complexity of the interaction 
becomes measurable only in time. Organized complexityj then, 
resides in the probability of recurrence of behavioral acts 
or sequences within the ongoing interaction pattern, (p. 232) 

Here it la aeen that clusters of behaviors (in the present study, 

relational codes'^as^data) serve to constrain one another in sequence, and 

these patterns characterize the relationships among participants. Over 

time, these relationships are subject to variation, since potentials for 

the creation of systemic variety are omnipresent (see Teune and Mlinar, 1978)* 

Moreover, working within a social systems framework provides additional 

freedom to locate systemic change within the definitions of relationships 

among members* Hos individuals engage themselves conversationally is 

indicative of the groups* reactions to a particular task, as evidenced in 

the interactional patterning of the group system. 

Expected Results 

Given the present focus upon how same group systems pattern their 
conversations within and across two different tasks, two major results 
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were expected* Thage ixptctatlona were, of course, only speculations 
determined prior to analyzing the empirical ouccomes of this report. 

Firat, relying upon past group development reaearch, whereby ahifti 
within and acreas meetings have conilstently been found to eKiitj it could 
be predieted that relational development will occur within t he performance 
of a taik . The simllaritlis la flndingi seem to indicate that groups move 
beyond orientation phasea to mor*^ oftrsonal and controlling stages. This 
first expectation is predicated on these rather consistent results, 

Seaond, since no research has been conducted on group cycles across 
tasks j whether same groups will reenact chelr decisioning aequences across 
two tasks constitutea an overlooked empirical question. While the performance 
of a sfccond task presupposes that group members share an interactional 
residua, they on the other hand also have to reorient thenselvas to the new 
task and behave in manners leading to its accomplishment* Therefore , 
I assumed that staEes in the second task would not significantly diff er from 
those of the first task . 

Method 

Four groups ware drawn from a small group decision-making course at a 
large mldwestarn university. Three of these groups contained five persons, 
while the fourth was comprised of six Individuals, At my request, students 
ware allowed to form their own groups at random* 

During the class period following group formation, 1 instructed groups 

about the first of two tasks they were to engage in, as follows! 

Tagfe #if As a group, it is your task to discuss and resaarch a social 
~ problem, ganarate alternative ways to solve the problem, and 

write a paper concerning your findings and solutions. You will 
have a maKimum of one week (three class periods) to eomplete 
the taak« 

Each group was also requested to audio-record their own maetlngs for subsequent 

3 

analysis In the class, and chaeks were made to insure recording quality. Players 
and caiateces were provided* 
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Eaeh of the four groups completed the first task within one week, 
recording two axtended iessions a piece (varying from one to one and one- 
half hc^urs per session). The additional time spent on the task was due to 
individual reading, writingi and accumulating other material (e.g. through 
intarviewa, taking field notes) to bring to the group meetings. 

The aaeond task began one week after the completion of the first task. 

This task was more self-analytic in scope, as described below ^ 

Task #2* Listen to your recordinga of the first task. Take notes 

concerning what you consider to be characteristics of your 
group conversations j and how your group decision-making 
developed over time. You will be required to present 
your insights and conclusions to the class. 

One important qualifier was added to these directions i I requested that they 

not discuss their individual reactions to the tapes of the first task with 

one another until all reeordings/meetings had been heard. This was necessary 

because if the tapes of the first task ware stopped every few minutes (or less), 

for eKamplei the recordings of the group commenta would be sketchy and disjointed. 

Rather than deal with this potential problem, and to better Insure longer 

discussions among group members on the second task, groups were asked to 

discuss and synthesize their notes after the initial tapes were heard in 

their entirety. This procedure presented no problems to the groups. 

These steps for the second task led to two eKtended meetings for three of 

the groups, and three meetings for one group. These meetings were also recorded 

via the same recording procedures employed initially. 

Combined j the two aforementioned tasks produced audio-recordings of four 

groups across two relatively unstructured tasks, although the tasks were 

different in scope i The first task focusing upon an issue external to the 

group (i,e. a social problem)! The second task being more self -analytic and 

intrinsic to the group (i.e. make senie of your groups' development during task one). 
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GifQups one, two, and three had thus accumulated four recordings each 
acrois two tasks , atid group four had accumulated five, (see Flgura One). 
Ralatlonal GodinE Scheme and Training of Coders 

The schema amployed was Ellis et al'i. (1977) m/COM, It Includes 
five control loadinga to discriminate among message types, as follows i 

1, Dominance (1^) Attempt to restrict severely the behavioral 

options of the other, 

2. Structuring (f^) Attempt to restrict the behavioral options of 

others but leaving a variety of options opens 
e.g, the option to disagree. Attempt to control 
the flow of interaction, 

3* Equivalence (^) Attempt at mutual identlf tcation. Interactional 

modes which do not seek to control or acquiesce to 
ether's control, 

4, Deference (^-) — Willingness to relinquish some behavioral options to 

other while retaining some choice of options* Deference 
is "following" behavior which relinquishes the control 
of the interaction* 

5, Submissiveness C^+) Willingness to relinquish behavioral options to 

other while retaining little choice. 

Three graduate students agreed to serve as coders. The initial crAlning 

session dealt with a reading of the coding manual * clarifications o£ coding 

4 

instructions, and practice coding. 

As a group, we discussed each category description in depth, as well as 
how the five categories work in relation to one another. Once completed, we 
turned first to the coding examples included in the coding manual. Each of these 
was discussed among the coders. NeKt, we turned directly to an audio recording 
of a small group I had used for other research purpoies to practice coding. 
This allowed the coders to begin functioning as a unit whose goals were tot 
1) Operatlonallse the recognition-rules of the system in Idencifying utterance 
types I 2) Discuss problematic utterances and iltuatlons, and the decisions 
needed to be made in asslgnif^ codes to them; and 3) Compare results with one 
another I working out any problems that emerged in this process. Several hours 
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were spent on these proaidures to strengthen the Itklihood of attaining 
high reliability coefficients* 

Utilising Guetikow'a (1950) formula for categorizing rallabllityi an 
acceptable (.80 or above) level of agteement acroes coders, across one 
hundred and fifty aetSj was needed before actual coding could begin subiequent 
to a termination of the training aession. The firit reliability check rendered 
a .84 level of reliability (p<,Ol), a iufficient coefficient to allow coders 
to begin coding the tapes of the four groups across two tasks. These tapes 
were randomly distributed across coders. Midway through this process, an 
additional coding check was made to assess possible coding decay. This check 
led to a .82 level of reliability (p<,01), suggasting that coder agreeraant was 
maintained beyond the minimally accepted level. 
Description of Markov Analyses 

The use of finite stochastic models vary from the relatively simple analyses 
that have prevailed in group development work, i.e. they complaKlfy their treatmenti 
of social interaction as compared tof l)Detarmlning frequecies of behavioral 
occurrence for each category; 2)AnalyEing these frequenclei to discover the 
proportion of interaction aach category represents * and 3)Concluding that 
group movements may be deciphered by these techniques (see Bales, 1950; Bales 
and Strodtbeckj 1965). In contrast, the mathematical meaning of a stochaatlG 
process is to analyze probability-based processes across strings of codes 
representing discrete, mutually eKclusiva, and exhaustive categories (Hewes, 1975). 
To determine how these categories constrain one another in sequeiice, transition 
probabilities are computed between utterances* Each utterance can be said to add 
to interactional structure according to how they Induce probability functions 
for following utterances. Fararo (1969, p. 248) describes the Markov modelUng 
of these processes "...as a map associating a function of time with each outcome*" 
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The predleClv€ asiumptiona of these modale, as displayed in matrix forms, 
are thus based upon probabillitlc itructurei rather than mean-value estimates 
(Hiwes, 1975) J and can be used to model deciiioning activities (see Hawes and 
Foley, 1976), 

In determining the derivations of these probability etructuras, the model 
must be tested against three assumptions i order j homogeneity i and stationarity • 
Each assumption serves as a null hypothesis for the study* 

The asiumption of order concerns how any given code in sequence is best 
predicted from the previous one, two^ or nth codes* Discrete Markov chains are 
based on a first order criteria i Each code Is most dependant upon the previous 
code for its sequential ordering. 

The assumption of homogeneity Is a test o whether or not population subgroups 
vary In their probability functions* If subgroups vary In their matrices, the data 
become heterogeneous and can therefore be contrasted with one another for 
differences In relational patterns. If not, the null hypothesis is not rejected. 

A Markov model may be censldered stationary if probability functions do not 
vary significantly over tine* In studying relational control processes within and 
across discussion tasks, this Implies that significant shifts in message structures 
would not occur across varying time periods* However, the control decisioning 
becomes nonstatlonary If* when transition matrices are conputed over shorter 
periods of time, they appear statistically Independant of the composite matrix. 
If 10, change In message structure has occured| variations In relational control 
are present. 

These applications are one means of studying communication systems. Data 
emerge from the functional coding of turns Into predetermined category types* 
Change among these temporal codes is conceived as shifts in probabilistic structure. 
Thus I sequential structure Is conceived as redundancies of acts through time. 
These techniques provide procedures for pattern identification, hence, systemic 
Q explanations of group converfations. ^ p 
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Statistical A a se a smen t § 

In applying Markov aseumptions Co tha present study , it was necessary to 
eKamlne hew four groups avolved within and acroaa two different taaks. 
Figure One dlaplayi the total number of acta generated by these groups for 
each meeting in each task, the total number of acta for each group, and also 
serves a§ a reference for determining what analyses naeded to be computed for 
testing the assumptions of orders homogeneity, and statlonarity , 



Figure 1 

Task Design and Number of Acts 

Per Meeting, Per Task 

Croup 1 #Acts Group 2 ^i^Acts Group 3 tfActs Group 4 #Act§ 

Taik 1 Mtg 1 691 Mtg 1 354 Mtg 1 410 Mtg I 146 

Mtg 2 513 Mtg 2 369 Mtg 2 380 Mtg 2 110 

Total 

Task 1: 1204 723 790 256 

Task 2 Mtg^l 710 Mtg 1 619 Mtg 1 445 Mtg 1 251 

Mtg 2 348 Mtg 2 247 Mtg 2 276 Mtg 2 234 

Total Mtg 3 90 

Task 2: 1058 866 721 575 



Combined 

Total (142): 2262 1598 1511 831 



Two preliminary teats were needed before determining actual group movements 
within and across tasks. First, sequential order was calculated to discover how 
utterances were probabilistically structuredj i,e, what length of Markov chain 
the subsequent analysis would proceed from« Results Indicated that there was 
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a failure to reject the null hypothesis, as displayed in Table One. 
Therefore, the interaction was asiumed to be structured on a first order 
basisi Each act was sequentially tied to the previous act in the interaction 
sCructure, and only these structurei eKcteded the assumption of random 
distribution. 

Table One 
Level of Markovity* 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 

Mtg 1 59,84 63,82 69.81 13.25 

Task 1 

Mtg 2 35.13 32,01 46.62 27,40 

Mtg 1 87,31 27,60 65.70 38,41 

Task 2 Mtg 2 36.50 43.19 54,7/4 6,77 

Mtg 3 5-^9 

* Second Order, 80df, critical value^ll6,3 
The second preliminary test was for homogeneity (see Kullbachp Kuppermanj 
and Ku, 1962), which assumes that subgroups do not have different probability 
structures from the composite of all subgroups, A "subgroup" in this case 
was the probability ordering of each group for each task, and these matrices 
were compared to the composite matrix for all subgroups. Groups were found not 
to be homogeneous (60df, cv^225.15, p<,Ol), and these differences required 
that groups had to be analyzed ieparately. The null hypothesis was therefore 
rejected, since significant variations in probability functions were present. 
Assessing Temporalitvi Stationaritv Teats 

Once it was determined that the data being analyzed were best modeled by 
a first-order Markov chain, and that the four groups were heterogeneous, attention 
could be given to Interaction shifts over time. The Anderson-Goodman test (1957) ^ 
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an assasiment of gtationarity , was run across each task for each group, and 
acrosa composite group matrices. The null hypotheais is that time parameters 
are stationary, whereby matrices for each time period are considered not to 
be significantly different form the compoeite matrix representing all subgroup 
matrices. Based on a ehi-square distribution, a significant test would Indicate 
temporal change. 

To test for the first research questions- relational development will occur 
within the performance of a task --meetings foir each task and group were compared 
with one another. For eKample, meetings one and two were analyzed for group 
one, task one; meetings one and two for group one, task two, and so on. 

To test for the second research question** stages In the second task will 
not sign ificantly differ from those of the first task -^the composite matrices for 
each group and each task were submitted to statistical analysis. Specifically, 
the compositle for group one-task-one, for example, reflects a synthesis of 
meetings one and two for this particular task. This composite was then compared 
to the second composltej representing task two. These compoaitles are Indleante of 
group structure at two different periods of time* 

A discussion of the results of these stationarlty tests are presented in the 
following section. 

Results, and Discussion 

Research Question Ifli Relational development will occur within the performance 

of a task. 

The null hypothesis for this research question was not rejected in any of the 
stationarlty tests (see Table Two), No significant differences were found 
when comparing temporal shifts between meetings for each group and task, i.e, 
no variations in relational control were found to exist as groups engaged 
themselves conversation I ly across meetings within each task. This is rather 
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Table 



Statlonarity Teats Acroii 
Meetlngi, Within Tasks* 



Greup 1 GrQup 2 Group 3 Qvoii^ 4 

Mtg 1 U.65 8.33 5,96 7,85 

Task L 

Mtg 2 17,89 10.96 7.65 6.77 

Mtg 1 4.17 21.30 7.22 6.47 

Task 2 Mtg 2 8,96 31.70 9.75 5,58 

Mtg 3 10-09 

* Anderson* Goodman, 20df5 eritical value^40.00 
interesting In that previous findings have coniistently discovered groups 
to vary In their decisloning processes across meetings within the performance 
of a given task. Yet, as displayed in Table Two, a prevalent lack of such 
structuring is apparent. As noted by Hawes and Foley (1976, p,245) when they 
discovered stationary decisionary parameters, the most basic explanation is that 
group member's order of talking and functions of utterances did not * 
significantly change throughout task completion. Since the strings of codes 
were found to be of a first order nature, i.e. each act Is best predicted 
from the utterance Immediately preceding it, structuring would have been 
apparent by those Interacts (two contiguous acts) inducing order in the 
interaction. Had they been found, one would then go directly to the 
row-by-column matrix representing each time period, and seek to account for 
whyi for example, deference behavior (category four) followed dominance 
behavior (category one) more frequently in meeting one as compared to meeting two* 
Yet no particular utterances shifted significantly enough to qualify as 
first order structures. Apparently, groups Jid not move beyond orientation 
stagas to more personal and controlling stages across meetings within task one. 
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Research Question #2 : Stagei In the aecond task will not significantly 
differ from thoee of the firit task. 

Similar to the findings of across meeting conversations within task onei 

stationarlty teita for composite matrices across tasks were generally 

non-significant. A perusal of Table Three indicates that only Group Two 

seemed to differ across tasks in their conversational behavior, yet it should 

be noted that an argument can be made that these apparent differences could 

represent a statiitical artifact. Of all the statlonarity tests run, 

the only significant comparison emerged in this case. Lewis (1970) has 

noted, for examples that such Inconsistent results are best Interpreted as 

inconclusive and should not be employed to make claims about significant 

stationary parameters, i.e, phasic shifts over time. Such a lack of patterning 

thus Suggests that accouriting for a single significant case should only 

be used to ask additional empirical questions until additional data is collected* 

Table Three 

Statlonarity Tests Across 
Taski, AcroiS Groups* 

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 

Task 1 18.50 73.14** 7,55. 13,58 

Task 2 21.60 57.62* 10.23 7,09 

* Andergon-Goodman, 20df, critical value^O.OO (p ,05)* 

63.69 (p .01)** 

Hare It is seen that in all but one case (Group Two) the null hypothesis 
was not rejected when analysing group structures (via composite matrices) 
across tasks. Group memberSj acting as a collectively, conversed similarly 
when cask Interaction was compared. Therefore, the expectation that the 
second task would not promote differing stages or structures was confirmed. 
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These resulti are at onee understandabLe yet puzzling, Firetj 
it must be streised that quite possibly the nature of the groups and 
the tasks led to an overall lack of phasic progression and relational 
development. The groups employed in this study were members of a class 
that had no prior interactional eKptrience with one another , may or may 
not have taken the tasks ieriouilyp and quite possibly did not interact 
for a period of time sufficient for major patterns of conversational 
behavior to emerge • When itudying groups such as these ^ it is necessary 
to realize that they often feel forced to Interact with one another for 
purposes of class evaluation and gradingp And often times grades per 
se are not impetus enough for students to personally invest themselves 
in task accomplishment. The results can lead to an overall lack of 
concern with group development^ and instead an overriding attitude of 
"Let's get done with these assignmenta so we can go enjoy ourselves,*' 
Since only four groups were studied^ it is highly possible that such a 
predisposition prevailed* Only additional Inquiry can further determine 
whether or not classroom decision-making groups tend to remain 
stationary in their conversational sequencing. 

Another related eKplanation that is also understandable concerns 
the duration of relational interaction across tasks, I would conclude that 
neither of the four groups Interacted longer than four hours , if they 
conversed even that Long, Should distinct phases of interaction be eKpecced 
to emerge in such short periods of time? How long does it take for 
individuals to move beyond orientation stages into those of conflict and 
personablenesSp especially when such motivation may not be present? 
Knapp (1978) s for eKample, discusses the tendency for persons to linger 
in the "experimentation" stage for varying periods of time. This stage is 
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recognizable due to the prevalence of '^small Calk*' and overtly uncritical 
discussions* It is very likely that interaction across two short tasks 
would not promote further eKploration into what Knapp (1978) describes as 
"intensifying" stages | and group researchers such as Fisher (1970) and 
Tuckman (1965) have termed "conflicting" and "storming" stages ^ respectively. 

On the other hand, it is puizllng that groups could accomplish 
two tasks**one eKternally oriented^ and the other self-analytic in nature-- 
and fail to shift the nature of their relatlonahips with one another. 
Task accomplishment presupposes gome type of movement if in fact groups 
wrote a short paper together (task one) and later presented their flndinge 
of listening to themselves on recordings of their first task (task two). 
Each group did engage In these activities $ and four papers and presentations 
did emerge from these group performances. What then can be concluded about 
the lack of temporal change across meetings within the same task, as well 
as the stationarity of groups across different tasks? I suggest that one 
viable response to this question rests within the coding activities themselves ^ 
as practical accomplishments requiring constant declaion^making on the 
part of the researchers « Another concerns how conversation is conceptualiaed 
within a relational coding framework. Both issues are confronted In the 
final section of this Investigation* 



III. Coding and Conversation?! Reflexive Considerations 



What About Coding? 



It is typical in relational coding studies to argue that if high 



reliability coefficients are attained among coders ^ validity claims 



are fortheoming. Therefore, a simple reporting of these coefficients 
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Is sufficitnt, along with a short description of the category system 
employed in the itudy. If one were to only consider these aipects within 
the previously reported study on stages of group development, there would 
be little choice but to rely upon the empirical findings as "true" or 
at least a viable representation of group behavior. However, a different 
set of perspectives can be employed to make sense of the lack of non- 
itationarity in this study. 

How is coding done, and what impact do these performances have on 
these empirical findings concerning stationarlty? Put simply, the codes 
of the tapings are the data for the study. Consequently, how the 
codes are generated will determine any knowledge claims about group behavior. 
The linkage between codes and outcomes, then, is most crucial. But 
what attention has been given to the practicalities of coding in 
relational coding work? A eonslderatlon of the views of educational researchers 
and ethnomethodological reports provides an apt comparison. 

Within the educational field (and others as well)* interaction analysis 
techniques are employed in studying patterns of classroom behaviosf. 
If teaeher*student interaction patterning can be identified, useful conclusions 
can be drawn as to the impact of teaching performance on student achievement 
(see Rosenshinej 1971). Yet the diversified steps required to accomplish 
these research procedures are constantly being scrutinized and refined for 
purposes of systematically validating coding procedures (e.g., Frick and 
Stmmel, 1978 • Munby and Wtlson, 1978). If high reliability is attained, 
to what eKtent can it be argued that such statistical correlations reflect 
the validity of Interpretation? McGaw et al,, (1972), for example, stress 
the fact that percentage of agreement does not necessarily Imply accuracy 
of Jud^ent. Coding errors must then be considered lUely sources of 
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variance, as are those phenomena being observed. Behaviors, especially 

conversational onei, are often enacted in ways that are problemacic for 

coder identif icationi Our actiDns are not always identifiable according to 

mutually exclusive and otherwise "clean" categorical descriptions. 

Ambiguities can be eKpected for numerous reasons. Not only can utterances 

serve multiple functions during talk--and it is often difficult to decipher 

the most "dominant" function (see Wooton, 1972)--but the natutalistic occurrence 

of talking is such that basic elements occur: Talk-overs • interruptions; 

simultaneous utterances; and hard-to-hear utterances due to background 

noises and recording difficulties. In the present study s coders complained 

of having a difficult time coding directly from audio- tapes* Conversation 

In its naturalistic form occurs at so many different "levels" that the 

coders had to generate mutual rules during tratQing for identifying and 

coding certain simultaneous utterances while overlooking others. Such 

decisions are not easy ones to makes nor do they necessarily do Justice 

to the talk per se. How coders generate these rules--guidelines that 

are not nor could not be included in a coding manual--has been of Interest 

to a group of researchers Investigating "coder drift" (e,g, Kugle^ 1977; 

1978; Marston et al.^ 1978; Zimmerman and Kugle, 1978). In attempting to 

explain inconsistent findings in classroom settings, they argue that not 

only do systematic differences exist as coders rate same teacher behaviors, 

but this occurs because coders create their own idiosyncratic systems of 

classification when working alone and in pairs* 

Similarly, Garflnkel (1967, Ch*l) and his colleagues discovered that 
as coders attempted to follow a priori "coding rules", they had little choice 
but to rely upon their own strategies of making sense while choosing among 
coding alternatives I and thus engaged In several ad hoeing procedures that 
better allowed them ",,.to grasp the relevance of the instructions to the 

^ ( 
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to the particular and actual situacions they are intended to analyze/' 
(p,22). Relying upon their native compatence as speakers and part of 
the reieareh '■arrangement", coders were required tobe active in their 
decisioning according to '^proper*' decisioning rules. The criteria 
for "proper-', however, are often left unexplicated in social science 
research. One conclusion that can be drawn here is that^ ironically, 
what science gets out of coding is entirely dependant upon those 
priorities the coder *s themselves utiliEe when identifying behaviors. 
Since different individuals possess and employ different criteria and 
priorities^ however, this becomes another problematic issue concerning 
coding* 

The generallzability of cpdlng findings is a relevant consideration 
in light of coding problems. Frick and Senmel (1978) suggest this is 
frequently the case because utilisations of coding systems are highly 
related to how those who originally developed the scheme Interpret the 
rules and subsequently train coders in its uiage. A perusal of two 
representative contingency tables for the previously described groups 
study, as seen in AppendlK A, provides a very specific eKample. 
In the present study, one highly probable reason to doubt the empirical 
findings is because coders consistently identified "two" and "three" 
utterances, possibly at the expense of discriminating among other types of 
control utterances. Although they were proven reliable, their identification 
procedures were possibly inappropriate, even though to them (and their 
coding trainer^ who had become reliable on the system previously) many 
utterances could be identified as structuring and equivalence response 
modes. 

But the assumption that "appropriate" identifications exiat when 
engaging in relational coding is less Important that inquiring as to 
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how assumptions of discrete-coding and probabilistic sCructures impose 
unnaturalistiG constraints on conversation. If the reader takes a 
careful look at the categorical descriptions provided on page fourteen 
of this report, it can be seen that how we talk in our daily interactions 
varies considerably. As a practical activity, conversation is managed 
through various elements and structures (e,g* argulngj joking, laughing) 
that are gloased when coded for specific functions such as five 
categories of relational control* This need not be a weakness of relational 
coding if coding per ae were not vulnerable to "erro£'% but this previous 
discussion would suggest otherwise* In fact, the argument could be posed that 
the empirical necess ties of the Markov model discount the intricate displays 
of relational control In our dally lives, and it Is for this reason that 
O'Keefe, Delia, and O'Keefe (1978) suggest that coding schemes such as the one 
employed In this study are at best "abstractive templates'' that inadequately 
capture naturally organlEed features of conversation. Or, as I have heard 
^ it stated previously, trying to explain the nltty-grltties of communication 
via relational coding is Like "Taking an axe to a spider-web." 

By looking at the study reported herein as a set of practical accomplishments, 
as steps that make a major difference in discovering patterns of human 
communication, it must be concluded that only through close inspections of 
these moves can communication researchers ever hope to provide rigorous 
and insightful accounts of social events. To ask "What's no relational about 
relational coding research?" thus becomes a very legitimate Inquiry, 
Such a question leads oib to reevaluate, as in the example of this report, 
what "significant" results are if basic presuppositions are continually 
overlooked. Hopefully, this investigation has drawn attention to the 
need for such a reevaluatlon process. 
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Footnotes 

1 

For those readers who mre and are not associated with ethnomethodological 
work (a matter of degree and type of recognition), It is important at the 
outaet that I clarify my usage of the term. My utilisation of Garfinkel-s 
views on the reflexive nature of activities , social and research alike ^ is & 
borrowing of but a small portion of a decidedly more encompassing orlentationt 
Within this orientation, the ideological split between Garfinkel and Clcourel 
is a notable one^ and for my present purposes I am associating most strongly 
with Garfinkel 's views on research activltes as practical accomplishments 
that, when viewed common- aensicallyj can lead to different understandings of 
what certain methodologiei can and cannot inform us about the social world. 

This application should not be Interpreted to imply that Interactional 
research*-The Interactional View itself representing a diverse group (sea 
Footnote Two)*- is in any way "inferior*- or "less rigorous" than athnomethodology 
per se. Rather, inherent in Garfinkel' s views is a (sometimes implicit ^ 
sometimas not) call for the need to render as problematic those accomplishments 
that are crucial in all scientific work. Data collection procedures are only 
one set of activities , and the argument 1 am proposing suggests that there is 
reason to believe that a rather critical inspection of interactional methods 
leads to relevant questions currently glossed in our research reports, 
Ethnomathodology can thus become a valuable resource for critically viewing our 
work as a topic of interest. 

It is in this very limited sense that I am proposing a reflexive tie 
between intaractional and ethnomethodological assumptioni, an interface that 
suggests both aimllaritles as well as differences in terms of scope^ application, 
and empirical status. However ^ a critical and detailed synthesis of this kind 
eKtends far beyond my preient concerns. In my particular casei ethnomethodological 
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readings have proven useful for constructing expLanations regarding th^ 

practicalities of doing interactional work^ in relation to the out comes 

of these activities in the form of knowledge claims about human communiv^ation, 

I am thus drawing attention to the interface of interactional methods and 

conceptualieationss attempting to presuppositionally question the stated goals 

of the research in light of how we go about achieving these ends. My assumed 

Cask is a perspective^taking one, designed to hopefully provide a more 

thorough understanding of the importance of observing how we go about observing, 

and not simply taking these issues for granted in our scientific inquiries, 

2 

The recent ASILWlAR Conference^^a gathering of communication educators, 
researchers I and piyehotherapiats--provlded an opportunity to celebrate the 
work of Gregory Bateson. During the conference p it bacame obvious to many 
if not all of us that interpretationa and accounts of what the Interactional 
View "really" was (the determination of which is an impossible task, of course) 
varied considerably. This differentiation was evident not only among members of 
our discipline, but also within the colleagial framework of the Palo Alt© 
Group, and across these factions as well* Consequencly * when I suggest that 
intimate ties exist with the Interactional View, it must be realized that 
the Impact within our field is somewhat diversified ^ and that many of the substantive 
Issues I raise in this report may or may not reflect those others whose work 
has also been Influenced by the Palo Alto Group. 
3 

I chose not to include in this report many of the issues which can be 
raised about having groups record their own conversations. While the argument 
could be ralaed that such recording iignlf Icantly In^aeteand even distorts j I 
eai^nly note that my experience has been that this ia not the case. Groups 
very quickly become accustomed to the presence of recorders * and have repeatedly 
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confided that they would prefer such openness and candor rather than being 
recorded without their awareness. Many ethical problems can be raised In 
light of "secret'* recordings, and these can be avoided when first requesting 
permission for recordings, and next instructing groups as to how "hearable" 
recordings can be made for any of a number of purposes, 
4 

The many details of these procedures have also been deleted from this 
reports y^t will be discussed in part in the final sections of this 
investigation. Suffice It to say chatj in the doing of this empirical study 
of group systems, a naturalistic study of how these coder's worked was 
simultaneously conducted. The results of this coding inquiry are being reported 
elsewhere, but in general do raise serious questions as to the bellevability 
of findings generated via relational coding techniques. 
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Append Ik A 

Examplei of Categorical 
"Loadings" in Contingency 
Tables 



EKample ^ First Order Contingency Table for Group One^ Meeting Two 



Antecedent 
Statea 



Subsequent 
States 





C 


Two 


Three 


Four 


Five 


Tota 




2 


2 


I 








1 


.4000 


.4000 


.2000 






5 




3 


51 


110 


32 






2 


.0153 


.2602 


.5612 


.1633 




196* 






108 


114 


26 






3 




.4355 


.4597 


.1048 




248* 




1 


35 


22 


13 






4 


.0141 


.4930 


,3099 


.1831 




78 


5 












0 



*Note the prevalent lack of onSj fourj and five codeit 
Why did coders "see" more twos and threes consistently? 
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